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THE MEANING OF EVIL 

I. THE LIMITATION OF EVIL 



REV. CHARLES F. DOLE 

Jamaica Plain, Mass. 

Author of "Religion of a Gentleman," and "The Hope of Immortality" 



Under the name of "evil" we face 
the greatest problem in the universe. 
It underlies all the philosophies and 
theologies like a vast ledge on which 
human thought forever breaks. It is 
inextricably involved, whether helpfully 
or adversely, with our idea of God and 
therefore with every historic form of 
religion. But it is not a matter of mere 
abstract speculation. No problem is 
so closely practical. It touches the con- 
duct of life at every point. What will 
you do about the innumerable forms of 
evil? How will you approach it or 
handle it? You cannot answer these 
concrete questions offhand and without 
any idea of the nature of evil. It makes 
the most tremendous difference in your 
attitude, your temper, your purpose, 
and therefore with the use of your power 
and your skill in grappling with each 
particular issue in which evil presents 
itself, whether you seem in its presence 
to be baffled by infinite and more or 
less hopeless confusion and darkness, or, 
on the other hand, you hold such a 
thought of it as enables you to control 
and overcome it, and even to take it 
over into the unity of a grand universe 
life. 

In what I venture now to offer, I 
shall not try to make out an argument 
or demonstration, but simply to tell how 
and in what light the vast subject has 
come with increasing satisfaction to 
appear to me. Since the beginning of 



my thinking life it has always occupied 
my attention, and all the more by reason 
of a morbid and apprehensive vein in 
my own nature which has constantly 
urged the "seamy side" of things, and, 
consequently, the dark aspect of the 
world upon my thought. At the same 
time the duty and the ideal of intellectual 
integrity have come with their unfailing 
command, that a man had better die 
than evade the facts of life, or soothe 
himself with smooth and pleasing false- 
hoods, or claim to know more than the 
light reveals. 

Please note in passing that we have 
an advantage, in one respect at least, 
over students and thinkers of any earlier 
time, through the more familiar use of 
the thought of evolution, or, in other 
words, a universe in process of growth. 
We have not indeed, I suspect, yet 
entered into the full fruitfulness of this 
idea, or fairly taken up its practical 
implications. At the same time, it is 
becoming obvious that the idea of evolu- 
tion itself requires a religious interpreta- 
tion and a spiritual philosophy, or else it 
falls back presently into a mere suc- 
cession of meaningless and bewildering 
processes of an infinite ebb and flow. 

Let us agree now as to the great range 
of facts that constitute the world of 
"evil." Even the people who hold a 
theory of illusion, and deny that evil 
exists, as, for instance, the Christian 
Scientists, cannot rule out, try as hard 
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as they may, the discomfort, pain, 
sorrow, fear, disappointment, that attend 
the appearance, or "illusion," of evil. 
Call it only "mortal mind," and there it 
is, just the same as before, so far as the 
conduct of life is concerned. It calls for 
healers, not to say dentists and surgeons, 
and translates itself daily into the visage 
of death. It wrecks trains and burns 
and maims people. It has its colossal 
tables of statistics of the happenings 
in the mines and factories. It wakes 
the whole world with its wireless mes- 
sages of icebergs and wrecked ships. It 
devastates men's harvest fields with 
floods, and roughly shakes cities from 
their foundations. Let anyone who 
can, persuade himself that such things 
are unreal, or demand no tribute of awe 
or sympathy. Let him wait then till 
his own time comes, and the shaft is 
driven home to his heart. We will not 
be so mean as to envy the man who sees 
nothing to grieve and sorrow for in this 
"vast stunning tide of human care and 
crime." 

The history of the world has been 
called the "Martyrdom of Man." This 
obvious side of life has impressed some 
minds so overwhelmingly that they have 
made out a case for sheer pessimism. 
Mass together the sufferings and cruelties 
of the savage state, holding sway through 
unknown ages; add in the long tragedies 
of slavery and ceaseless war; add the 
grim records of religious persecution; 
call the rolls of the torture chambers 
and the inquisition; visit the famous 
museum in the Nuremburg Tower, the 
dungeon of Chillon, or the Mammertine 
Prison; read the story of our own Eng- 
lish criminal law, with its awful punish- 
ments; find what kinds of age-long op- 



pression led up to the French Revolution ; 
take up the tales of Livingstone and 
Stanley about the Dark Continent; 
catch the story behind Turner's weird 
painting of the "Slave Ship"; go any 
night where the most degraded people 
congregate, as, for instance, in a Salva- 
tion Army shelter in London; go behind 
the gates any day into prisons, hospitals, 
insane asylums; read the current news 
in the big dailies; and bare your head in 
awe as you must at the thought of what 
the vast procession of marching men, 
women, and children, the innocent and 
the guilty alike, have gone through and 
are still facing. 

I do not wonder that men have set 
up the thought of evil powers, or a 
deity of hate; or again of a perennial 
warfare between the realm of order and 
goodness, and the incorrigible brute 
stuff — the realm of matter, or chaos, or 
darkness, or even a "lost world," meet- 
ing its ordeal of punishment. At the 
first showing evil seems as real as good. 
If one is an entity, why not the other ? 

I do not therefore propose to minimize 
or make light of evil. But I wish boldly 
to set forth certain considerations, arising 
from the frank observation of the facts 
of life, each of which is significant, and 
the total combined resultant of which is 
always to my mind most impressive and 
heartening. 

i. In the first place, while we are 
wont to see evil, pain, crime, massed 
as if by itself, it never really presents 
itself that way. It is like the bad 
weather, but the storm ceases and the 
weather changes to good. Within the 
hospital there is no unintermittent 
suffering, but much rest and comfort. 
In war times, men do not fight every day, 
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and there are peaceful valleys where 
no armed bands intrude. When there 
was famine in Syria, there was plenty 
over in Egypt. I have watched and 
questioned sufferers. I am convinced 
that it is a rare case where the sufferer 
does not get something out of life. 

What we call sin, or moral evil, also is 
never so massed as people often think. 
Upon the lowest level, as among savages, 
it has not even yet disclosed itself as 
sin and does not do the same harm that 
it would do to more civilized people. 
We always hear of "honor among 
thieves," and the common humanity 
continually flashes out among those who 
are called criminals. An excellent 
teacher says : " I do not know that I ever 
met a really bad boy." 

2, It is impressive also that after any 
particular form of evil has passed, 
little or no permanent harm has been 
done. The city has been burned, but 
a new and better city springs up. Judas 
betrays his master and Benedict Arnold 
goes over to the enemy, yet treason 
presently becomes more loathsome and 
the faithful host more mighty. 

The fact is, as there is a certain in- 
sensitiveness whereby nature provides 
against useless suffering among creatures 
which are passing through the saurian 
state, so in the moral realm what the 
sensitive conscience calls awful vice is 
more correctly unawakened animalism. 

Thus, there is truth in Jesus' refrain 
over the hypocrites and others, "Verily, 
I say unto you they have their reward." 
Hypocrisy is childish business and it 
cannot last, but while it lasts the hypo- 
crites find crude satisfaction in it. So 
with all man's childish efforts: they are 
experiments, doomed to come to naught 



in view of new and imperative demands. 
But they are a mode of expression of life, 
and hence, on the level where they 
belong, they bring a fleeting pleasure, 
like that of the swine. Would you have 
it otherwise, and reserve all satisfactions 
for the mature and virtuous ? 

3. This leads us on to say, next, that 
we must always make the allowance 
that belongs to the estimate of the spec- 
tator, as distinguished from the actor, 
the doer, or the sufferer. I suspect 
that we are actually more tempted to 
"curse God and die" in the case of an- 
other, whose sufferings we witness, than 
in our own case. We know how subtly 
the imagination of the beholder, looking 
on in cold blood, operates to exaggerate 
the peril of the man on the yard-arm, or 
the pain of the victim of an accident. 
But we have reason to believe from 
medical authority, and our own expe- 
rience also, that the most severe wounds 
and blows from which the sensitive mind 
draws back with horror often cost no 
pain. We may be certain that the 
suffering of animals, for instance of the 
fox in the chase or at the death, are 
largely taken up into a delirium of 
excitement, which in the event of the 
escape of the hunted creature may pass 
over into a reaction of pleasure. Under 
powerful excitement "the joy of battle" 
is doubtless real for men and beasts. 

4. Moreover, there is an element of 
pleasurable risk that doubtless helps to 
give life intensity and significance. 
From childhood upward we delight more 
or less to take our chances in playing 
near the edge of peril. Every sport 
carries this element with it. Every 
business has a speculative side. Gam- 
bling is only the vice that arises out of 
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the misuse of what exists in nature itself. 
We would not vote this element out of 
life. We only seek to reduce it within 
limits, knowing life would be tame 
without it. In fact the whole course 
of creation, from the star-dust to the 
latest situation in American politics, 
has a dramatic aspect. New scenes 
appear; things unexpected happen; 
humor is in it as well as terror. It 
would be dreadful, if the drama were 
not, at every turn, tinged with a solemn 
significance, with thought and humanity 
and hope and love, "purifying the soul," 
as one of the old writers says. 

We all choose, I say, to have it so, but 
some would seem to like to cut it down to 
the scale of the kindergarten. They 
would not have more than pin-pricks of 
suffering; they would like to avoid 
death; they would like to stop dis- 
obedience before it took rank as sin. 
Would they also like to cut down the 
mountains, and shut away planetary 
distances, and make of God a genial 
figure in a parish parlor ? 

5. Again, evil is always self-limiting. 
Here is another aspect of its likeness to 
bad weather. Clouds and storms pass; 
it is only the light that goes on shining. 
Thus, pain is like a cry or warning to 
do something curative; whereas if 
disease continues, it brings its own end. 
Death is itself an incident and a moment. 
Sin likewise tends to kill itself, or even 
to challenge the deeper forces of moral 
health to work its cure. The more the 
evil masses itself, the more it calls out 
reserve powers to counteract it. Either 
the ten righteous men come to the front, 
or else the city plunges to destruction, 
leaving its pathetic record of warning for 
future cities. Even vice and drunken- 



ness, so far from being self-perpetuating, 
tend to run out. There is evidently 
nothing of the infinite about evil in any 
of its forms. 

We mark a distinction here, whenever 
evil is ranged up against what we call 
good. The nearer evil is to its fulfil- 
ment, like the slave power in American 
history, the closer it draws to its end. 
The nearer a good thing is to its perfec- 
tion, and the closer it thus approaches 
its norm, the more abiding life it has. 
All the good customs of civilization 
come to stay. We may say quite 
absolutely that we find no evil entity, 
or enduring principle of evil. The laws 
of nature, its order, the norms, or ideals, 
the mathematical principia, the under- 
lying forces, are not evil. Hate is not 
infinite as love is. Even in the primeval 
chaos we cannot get away from think- 
ing of something like the spirit of God, 
that is, order, moving "on the face of 
the waters." It is only God, that is, 
infinite goodness, that we can conceive as 
eternal. 

6. Things evil generally present them- 
selves, as evil only in relation to a 
standard of good. This is to say that 
they are not outside of the universe, as 
alien to it, but they fall within the order. 
Their evil is only one aspect of them. 
Thus the weeds in our garden are not 
evil at all till they get in our way. 
Somewhere else they were pretty flowers, 
or masses of color on the prairie. Even 
in the case of the insect pests we con- 
stitute them as evil by colliding with 
them on their happy hunting-grounds, 
as with other wild creatures, or as we 
make the fiber of a plank evil when we 
scrape our flesh against it, or make our 
machinery evil when we mishandle it. 
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The sea is evil or good as we use it; the 
wind is evil or good. 

Pain also is evil only in a relative 
sense. What if it stirs me to go to my 
dentist and have permanent relief? 
What if my sympathy with my sick 
neighbor, allied to your sympathy with 
other sick folk, provokes us all at last 
to wage successful war on tuberculosis? 

Here is the young child, ignorant, 
illiterate, wilful, and selfish. Will you 
call his ignorance or his passion evil? 
Only in reference to a standard, which 
you set up for him to grow to. There 
is no sin in his passion, wherein he merely 
shows himself a lively young animal. 
The sin appears later, if he continues 
lawless and passionate and ignorant, 
when you look for maturing character. 
Even so it is only relative evil. You 
have certain standards of household 
order, comfort, quiet, obedience, self- 
control, manliness, civilization. The 
good standards constitute the evil in the 
things or the people who do not reach 
the standards. Indeed the appearance 
of the evil is really a sort of tribute to 
the good. In other words, evil marks 
the shadow-land of ignorance, or brutish- 
ness, where light, while just appearing, 
has not yet come in. You can only 
quarrel with it, in case you think you 
would like a world "ready made," or a 
grown man who has never had to be a 
baby. 

7. A good deal of evil is seen to be a 
form of change, that is, of growth. 
You want your ease and comfort; 
you want not to be disturbed in your 



habits, your business, your politics, your 
religion, your philosophy. Your ideal 
is to live in the old house like your 
grandfather. For the time at least any 
kind of renovation, if only the putting-in 
of a new furnace, is a trial. What 
if the Master of life has a different 
standard for the success of a man from 
his desire to be let alone ? What if it is 
best for him to "strive and climb" ? 

8. There is a truth, though not the 
whole truth, in what the Christian 
Scientists say. They say evil is in the 
"mortal mind" of the sufferer. This 
translates into the fact that a large part 
of the suffering of the human world, from 
which the animals as animals are mostly 
exempt, exists in apprehension only. I 
frankly call it suffering, however. But 
those who are peculiarly subject to it 
are the leisurely, idle, and sophisticated 
class, who have least to do in the real 
stress and strain of life. Their case is 
therefore akin to that of the spectator 
of others' sufferings, which they exagger- 
ate by thinking about them. Let them 
get closer down to work and life, and, like 
soldiers in action, they will drop their 
apprehensions about the morrow under 
the normal weight of the burdens of the 
day. Apprehension itself is the symptom 
of an abnormal state of mind, and there- 
fore a kind of warning pain, stirring 
people to more useful, nobler, and less 
selfish kinds of life. Besides, everyone 
who thinks, soon learns that the things 
apprehended are least likely to arrive. 1 

9. Again, from nearly all evil today 
we have well-nigh eliminated the idea of 



'There is a good story of a physician to whom a man came with the complaint that he could 
not bear to see a carving knife for fear that he should kill himself. The doctor sent him away 
with the remark that as long as he was afraid of the carving knife, there was no danger that he 
would do violence with it. 
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a personal, malign, or demoniacal agency 
seeking to hurt us, or needing to be pro- 
pitiated. The killing of the devil is 
one of the most enormous gains which 
mankind has ever made. 

10. We are bound to agree that a 
great part of human suffering arises 
from the side of our sympathies. We 
bear the load of our own sufferings, and 
those of our children even more acutely; 
we suffer with our friends; we bear the 
pain and sorrow of oppressed peoples 
whom we have never seen, and who may 
even be smiling, while at the moment we 
grieve for them. We cheerfully vote 
to have it so. We had rather bear some 
extra pain that does not belong to us, 
than to be free of this pain at the expense 
of our sympathy. Here is a very start- 
ling fact to which we shall have occasion 
to revert later in another connection. 

ii. Mankind is learning rapidly a 
wonderful lesson in the annexation of 
vast areas of supposed evil to its terri- 
tory of gain and utility. First, we have 
driven out the evil spirits, or found there 
was none, and then we have advanced to 
possess the land. Thus the primitive 
forests, the mountain tops, the deserts, 
the frozen North, the untraversed seas, 
the overflowing rivers, the planetary 
spaces with their recurring comets — all 
seemed once haunted places enshrined 
in mystery, the abode of calamity and 



death. The winds, the summer heat, 
the winter cold, the thunder and the 
lightning stroke, the earthquake and the 
lava flow, were chosen means for venge- 
ful powers to punish men's sins. As the 
coming of the dawn makes a new and 
wider horizon, so the incoming of the new 
learning has taken over whole domains 
from darkness to light and given man- 
kind mastership over the forces that we 
once thought the gods alone wielded. 
Let man forever be modest, as still 
shrouded in vast mysteries. Yet noth- 
ing is so true as to say of him that he 
now inherits the earth, and can never 
again be as a slave, a prisoner, or an 
enemy. 

This is true in detail as well as on the 
grand scale. We are turning to new 
uses, and annexing to the realm of order, 
all sorts of things, once noxious, or 
mere " dirt " and waste. Great corpora- 
tions are making dividends out of by- 
products, as with petroleum or cotton 
seed, or the off-scourings of the slaughter- 
houses. We are translating the pollu- 
tion of the sewage of great cities into 
new fertility. And all this, again, is a 
kind of parable of higher transformations 
that we are learning to make, as we 
boldly assail the territory of evil, and 
ask the most searching questions about 
the possible uses of its tenantry and 
belongings. 



